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 Abstract  
 “Negative Capability” is a phrase coined by Keats in one of his letters to 
describe a particular state of receptivity that makes poetic creation possible. Although 
it appears only once in his correspondence and is not theoretically cemented, a 
consensus has been made among Keatian scholars that “Negative Capability” 
constitutes a central part of Keats’ poetics. A profound poetic idea as it is, Keats’ 
“Negative Capability” highlights the need to unfetter poetic imagination from the 
struggle of establishing so-called certainty, rationality and to reach beauty as truth. In 
other words, “Negative Capability” is a condition to give free play of poetic intuition. 
“Negative Capability”, a conception seemingly jarring at the surface, is indeed one of 
the most visionary discoveries Keats made about the art of poetry. 
This thesis about Keats’ “Negative Capability” falls into five parts. Introduction, 
the first part, provides some information about Keats as a poet, Keats’ formation and 
development of “Negative Capability”, what “Negative Capability” is mainly about as 
well as a review of the studies on “Negative Capability” at home and abroad. Chapter 
One, the second part, is devoted to a key aspect of “Negative Capability”— capable of 
being in “dark”, that is, the capability of accepting uncertainty and the unresolved. 
Chapter Two, the third part, focuses on another key aspect that constitutes “Negative 
Capability”—the capability of “getting illuminated”, that is, the natural perception of 
beauty and truth preconditioned by “negation of self” and the empathetic potentials of 
imagination. Chapter Three, the fourth part, deals with a key note of “Negative 
Capability”—beauty, and an in-depth discussion is given to Keats’ notion of the 
relationship of beauty, truth, imagination and emotion. Conclusion, the fifth part, goes 
to the summary of the thesis. 
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John Keats’ rapid development as a poet is the rarest scene in the literary world. 
From the May of 1816 when his poem was first published in Examiner to his outburst 
of poetic passion in 1819 with the immortal Odes being produced, it took Keats only a 
little more than three years to transform from “a gifted and charming minor talent” 
(Walsh, 1981: 62) to one of the greatest poets in the English history. Keats’ 
maturation as a poet in such a short span of time is undoubtedly thought-provoking. 
Coming from a humble background, he received no higher education and had limited 
life experiences. Fate had him suffer from the pains of losing one blood kin after 
another and he himself was afflicted with tuberculosis. A list of reasons, however, is 
available to this phenomenon, and it is more likely a mechanism of combined force to 
take effect. Nevertheless, a source that most possibly facilitates Keats’ amazing 
progress is the polished poetics he nurtured.  
In his daily correspondence to family, close friends, fellow artists and his lover 
Fanny, Keats casually mentioned every now and then his thoughts and opinions on the 
subjects of poetry, life and philosophy. Not systematic and carefully deduced, though, 
his reflections on the poetical character and the nature of creativity often achieve 
moments of striking penetration and felicity. And they are sometimes tainted with the 
sensibility of his poetry and the multi-sided character of the poet. An invaluable 
complement to his accomplishment in poetic creation, these spontaneous thoughts 
scattered in his letters, according to T. S. Eliot, touch upon a series of significant 
literary topics, and almost all of them are brilliant remarks from which a row of poets 
of the later generations draw revelations.  
“Negative Capability”, which Keatsian scholars pay intense and sustained 
attentions to and which has the most far-reaching influence, is core to Keats’ poetics. 
In the letter to his brothers dated December 21, 1817, Keats coined the term. “At once 















and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously—I mean Negative Capability, that 
is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any 
irritable reaching after fact and reason” (Keats, 2002: 60). At the surface level, Keats 
was penning what he captured as the quality of a genius in literature. To relate it to the 
formative process of this idea and to the notions referred in his follow-up letters, 
however, one finds that, he was actually getting himself assured of where he was 
going to go as a poet.  
In his “Negative Capability” complex, he gave his opinions on a chain of 
interrelated issues, such as the identity of the poet, the role imagination plays, the 
relationship of intellect and sensations, etc. He also arrived at the assertion that has 
been speculated upon so much— “beauty is truth, truth beauty”. In a sense, Keats was 
attempting to define what the artistic experience is supposed to be like when the poet 
is doing his creative work. However, a point to be noted is that, Keats, who depends 
largely on intuition and sensations as his cognitive agent, develops his vision of 
“Negative Capability” in a searching and advancing way. This makes it hard to fix it 
in a theorized pattern. Nevertheless, a consensus has been made in the community of 
Keatsian scholars about the purport of Keats’ “Negative Capability”: the greatest 
work could be produced only on the condition that the poet is equipped with the 
capability of dwelling in a state of openness to all experiences and identifying with 
the object contemplated. 
John Keats led a short and sorrowful life marked by great anguish, unrequited 
love, and palpable poetic failure. Nevertheless, perhaps on account of this, he has 
since become possibly the most remarkable poet of the Romantic era. 
Keats was born in London on October 31, 1795. His father, a livery-stable keeper, 
died in an accident when he was eight; six years later his remarried mother died of 
tuberculosis, the same illness that killed his beloved brother Tom and eventually 
destroyed him at a tender age of 25. When Keats was fifteen, he was withdrawn by his 
guardian from the Clarke School to apprentice with an apothecary-surgeon in a 
London hospital. In 1816 Keats became a licensed apothecary, but he never practiced 















In his school days Keats had been fascinated with poetry and gradually formed a 
keen taste of it. In 1816 he met and befriended Leigh Hunt, an influential editor of 
The Examiner, and fell under his influence. Hunt introduced Keats to a world of the 
arts and of literary achievement, including the artist Haydon, the poets Percy Bysshe 
Shelley, William Wordsworth and so on. The group’s influence enabled Keats to see 
his first volume, Poems, published in 1817. Endymion, a four-thousand-line 
allegorical romance based on the Greek myth of the same name, appeared the 
following year. Two of the most influential critical magazines of the time, the 
Quarterly Review and Blackwood’s Magazine, calling Endymion the romantic verse 
of Hunt’s “Cockney school of poetry”, declared it to be nonsense and recommended 
that Keats give up poetry. Shelley, who privately disliked Endymion but recognized 
Keats’ genius, wrote a favorable review, but it was never published.  
Keats spent the summer of 1818 on a walking tour to Northern England and 
Scotland, returning home to care for his sick brother Tom. At that time, he met and 
fell in love with Fanny Brawne. Writing some of his finest poetry between 1818 and 
1819, Keats mainly worked on Hyperion, a Miltonic blank-verse epic of the Greek 
creation myth. He stopped writing Hyperion upon the death of his brother, after 
completing only a small portion, but in late 1819 he resumed the piece and rewrote it 
as The Fall of Hyperion. That same autumn Keats was diagnosed to have tuberculosis, 
and by the following February he felt that death was already upon him, referring to 
the present as his “posthumous existence” (485).  
In July 1820, he published his third and best volume of poetry, Lamia, Isabella, 
The Eve of St. Agnes, and Other Poems. The three title poems, dealing with mythical 
and legendary themes of ancient, medieval, and Renaissance times, are rich in 
imagery and phrasing. The volume also contains the unfinished Hyperion, and three 
poems that have been considered among the finest in the English language, Ode on a 
Grecian Urn, Ode on Melancholy, and Ode to a Nightingale.  
The fragment Hyperion was considered by Keats’ contemporaries to be his 
greatest achievement, but by that time he was yet too ill to be encouraged. He 















getting married. Under his doctor’s order to seek a warm climate for the winter, Keats 
went to Rome with his friend, the painter Joseph Severn. He died there on February 
23, 1821, and was buried in the Protestant cemetery. His epitaph reads “Here lies one 
whose name is writ on water”. 
“Negative Capability” is a term coined by Keats to denote the key attribute of a 
great poet. It occurred to him while he was deep in conversation on a long walk with 
two friends one day in 1817. Later he ardently expressed this flashed idea in the letter 
he wrote to his brothers George and Tom on December 21, 1817: 
 
Several things dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went 
to form a Man of Achievement, especially in literature, and which Shakespeare 
possessed so enormously—I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is 
capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 
reaching after fact and reason…with a great poet, the sense of beauty overcomes 
every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration. (60-61) 
 
In fact, Keats was only a 22-year-old aspiring poet who was in a phase of intense 
exploration and speculation when he coined the term of “Negative Capability”. Early 
in the spring of 1817, he had begun to compose Endymion, a poetic project as an 
instinctive attempt to explore his power of imagination. Not willing to write for the 
mere sake of writing, he would sometimes leave it behind and constantly recourse to 
King Lear, which he took with him at that time. His study of Shakespeare in the 
period was crucial in the cultivation of his critical sense: it allowed him to 
“understand Shakespeare to his depths” (97) and to start reflecting upon the “prime 
essential” (Muir, 1958: 107) of a great poet. William Hazlitt’s theory further 
substantiates this newly-acquired knowledge. Rephrasing and supplementing the 
brilliant psychological tradition of eighteenth-century British empiricism, Hazlitt 
employed persuasive arguments to prove the possibility of “disinterestedness” of the 
mind and the empathetic potentialities of imagination. Keats, who attended Hazlitt’ 















keen taste of Shakespeare’s “unobtrusive” (Keats, 2002: 87) poetry, was at once won 
over. Therefore, Keats’ formation of the poetics of “Negative Capability” is, to a large 
extent, owing to his absorbed and intense reading of Shakespeare and his drawing of 
the inspiring theory of Hazlitt. A clear demonstration of his debt to these two can be 
seen in the review he wrote after seeing Edmund Kean in Richard III at Drury Lane. 
Besides the concept introduced in his letter of December 21, 1817, Keats had 
tried a sequence of other terms to describe what he perceived as the tolerant, 
empathetic, and imaginative quality of a great poet, such as “optimistic naturalism”, 
“empirical humanism”, “skepticism”, “pessimism”, “disinterestedness”, “humility and 
the capability of submission”, etc. (Bate, 1963: 5). Perhaps “humility and the 
capability of submission” is the one that comes closest in implication to his exposition 
of “Negative Capability”. He told his friend Benjamin Bailey in the letter of 
November 22, 1817, “I must say of one thing that has pressed upon me lately and 
increased my humility and capability of submission and that is the truth—Men of 
Genius are great as certain ethereal Chemicals operating on the Mass of neutral 
intellect—but they have not any individuality, any determined character.” (Keats, 
2002: 52) The passage brings together two key elements of “Negative Capability”: the 
submission of self and the mind’s magnanimity to contain a vastness of experiences. 
Keats put it forward that a poet should be able to act like a catalyst by chemically 
dissolving into his object, that is, he must overcome his own individuality and take 
part in the life of his object. 
Keats’ many-faceted, poised yet searching temperament makes him never cease 
to explore. In less than one year after the proposing of “Negative Capability”, his 
judgment of a great poet had evolved into a denial of the poet’s self-hood. In the letter 
to Woodhouse of October 27, 1818, he wrote: 
 
As to the poetical character itself, it is not itself —it has no self —it is everything 
and nothing —it has no character and enjoys light and shade; it lives in gusto, be 
it foul or fair, high or low, rich or poor, mean or elevated —it has as much delight 















delights the camelion poet…the Sun, the Moon, the Sea and Men and Women 
who are creatures of impulse are poetical and have about them an unchangeable 
attribute— the poet has none; no identity— he is certainly the most unpoetical of 
all God’s Creatures. (194-195) 
 
A man of achievement with “Negative Capability” is a chameleon poet with no 
proper self but metamorphic identities, which furnish him with constant empathetic 
identifications with nature or human beings alike and a disinterested embrace of 
disparate or completely opposite aspects of life. 
The development of a theory cannot do without putting it into practice. It is also 
available to Keats’ “Negative Capability”. As he devoted himself to more poetic 
creations, his vision of “Negative Capability” grew more profound and colorful. A 
series of rich ideas were given in his letters that add flavor to his poetics of “Negative 
Capability”, for example, his expounding of “Negative Capability” in a poetically 
metaphoric style based on a comparative discussion of bees and flowers. To put it in 
short, they are all related to the heightened receptivity of the mind. 
 “Negative Capability” is a phrase that is prone to invoke speculations. In 
everyday language, the notion of being “capable” is so positive that to call a 
capability “negative” jars apparently a contradiction，yet it clearly means something. 
Hence the striking impact of the phrase.  
In fact, the “negativeness” of this capability does not indicate negativity, 
deficiency or insignificance. Instead, it is “a difficult intellectual stance to maintain” 
(Ryan, 1976: 157). On one hand, it refers to the capacity to live with ambiguity and 
paradox, to hold or contain without acting from one’s own ego impulses or by the 
self-imposed pressure to try to reconcile contradictory aspects or fit them into closed 
and rational systems. For to an active, seeking mind, the existence of uncertainties, 
mysteries and doubts poses a challenge, and when those uncertainties, mysteries and 
doubts become a “burden” as Keats would call, the mind grows increasingly less 
capable of ignoring them. So to understand it from this perspective, “Negative 















mind. On the other hand, “Negative Capability” denotes to the capability of being 
open to all experience by suspending one’s own ego and leaving the imagination to 
give its free play. To Keats, only on the condition that no preoccupation is disturbing 
could a poet acquire a natural feeling of an object contemplated in all of its intensity, 
richness, complexity, and ambiguity. And this natural feeling acquired, pleasant or not, 
would be substantiated into “the sense of beauty” (Keats, 2002: 60-61) that 
“overcomes every other consideration, or rather obliterates all consideration” (61). 
Thus in this sense, “Negative Capability” also implies the capacity of supreme 
empathy to experience the life of others. 
Therefore, in Keats’ “Negative Capability” complex, beauty is a key note to the 
whole artistic experience, while imagination serves as a thoroughfare leading to the 
artistic experience; and “negation of self” is core to make that artistic experience take 
place; the poet functions “to be a voice, a vision; to pass on a message, translating it, 
flawlessly, into another, more easily apprehended tongue” (Symons, 1901: 267). 
During his lifetime, most of Keats’ contemporary critics held an unfavorable 
view of his poetry, which in hindsight is not of the literary fashion of the time. John 
Gibson Lockhart, an editor of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, mocked Keats with 
the meanest words, “It is a better and a wiser thing to be a starved apothecary than a 
starved poet; so back to the shop Mr. John, back to plasters, pills, and ointment 
boxes.”(Lockhart, 1813: 519) Despite the harsh attacks on Keats, poets like Hunt and 
Shelly spoke positively of his poetic talent. Hunt said Keats’ poetry “called to mind 
the finer times of the English Muse” (Hunt, 1816: 761). Shelley in his Adonais: an 
Elegy on the Death of John Keats lamented the death of Keats by comparing Keats to 
Adonais, the lover of the goddess of beauty, and his critics to the wild beast. It took 
over twenty years after Keats’ death for critics to reevaluate his poetry. Because of his 
exalting of beauty, Keats grew to be a source of inspiration to many English 
19th-century writers, such as Tennyson, Rossetti and the Pre-Raphaelites, as well as 
Oscar Wilde the aesthetes, who saw in his cult of Beauty the exaltation of Art for Art’s 
sake. But most nineteenth century critics had a one-sided view of Keats’ works, 















turn of the twentieth century. And since then Keats’ lofty reputation in English 
literature or even the world literature has never been challenged. 
Western critics have never spared their critical energies on Keats’ poetic idea of 
“Negative Capability” from the day when the value of Keats’ preserved letters began 
to be explored. Walter Jackson Bate, Keats’ authoritative biographer, wrote an entire 
book on the topic. John Dewey, an American philosopher of the 1930s claimed that 
Keatsian “Negative Capability” had influenced his own philosophical pragmatism, 
and said of Keats’ letter that it “contains more of the psychology of productive 
thought than many treatises” (Dewey, 2005: 33-34). Nathan Scott, another author who 
gave his book the title of “Negative Capability” notes that “Negative Capability” has 
been compared to philosopher Martin Heidegger’s concept of Gelassenheit — “the 
spirit of disponibilite before What-Is which permits us simply to let things be in 
whatever may be their uncertainty and their mystery” (Scott, 1969: 253). And Philip 
Pullman incorporated the concept prominently in his fantasy novel The Subtle Knife. 
In Part III “Ideological Cross-dressing” of Romanticism and Gender, Mellor 
highlights Keats’ “effeminate” connections in his famous definitions of “poetical 
character” and of “Negative Capability”. In Keats’s Odes and Contemporary 
Criticism, through study of four of Keats’s major Odes, O’Rourke contends that 
Keats’s famed “Negative Capability” and his exceptional ear for language enabled 
him to explore how one’s beliefs and sense of oneself can be formed through words. 
Recently “Negative Capability” has also been applied to the religious experience, to 
the role of the psychoanalyst, to the achievement of ecological harmony, to the 
spheres of philosophical study, and to the fields of management and organization.  
Scholars in our country also place high value on Keats’ poetics of “Negative 
Capability”. Those who find themselves fascinated with this poetic idea publish 
papers one after another to give their voices. Yuan Kejia ever noted that “in a sense, 
what Keats said of ‘Negative Capability’ is imagination— imagination plays a central 
role in making the ‘disagreeables’ evaporate from the art of beauty and truth” (qtd. in 
Liu Xinming, 2002: 79). “It is clear with the purport, that is, a poet must be capable of 















that would become his subject matter; any attempt made to rush for a conclusion by 
means of logical reasoning should be eliminated” (Wang Zuoliang, 1997: 314), said 
Wang Zuoliang when he gave an explanation to Keats’ “Negative Capability” in The 
History of English Poetry. In the 1990s, scholars like Yan Xiping, Zhang Yan, Luo 
Yimin, and Xu Dejin explored Keats’ “Negative Capability” from the angles of its 
aesthetic charms. Zhang Yan believed that “Keats’ ‘Negative Capability’ opens up a 
new field for the study of poetic aesthetics” (Zhang Yan, 1998: 62). She observed, 
“Generally speaking, the spirit of Romantic poetry goes against that of Modernist 
poetry, for Modernist poetry is in negative view of the creative idea of Romantic 
poetry. But in Keats’ poetics we do perceive his sensitive foresight of Modern 
aesthetics of poetry.” (62) She explained in her paper, “Keats’ proposing of the poet’s 
submerging of self in order to become one with the object contemplated demonstrates 
a new subject-and-object relationship, that is, a merging together of subject and 
object” (62). Xu Dejin maintained that “only the negatively capable poet could 
appreciate and lose himself in beauty, and only on the condition of getting himself lost 
in beauty could he enter the life of his object” (Xu Dejin, 1996: 55). The last decade 
witnessed a row of papers being published to give profound views on Keats’ 
“Negative Capability”, such as Zhang Xin and Wang Qinghai’s “Keats’ Negative 
Capability and Its Perfect Footnote— Ode on a Grecian Urn”, Zhang Jing and Li 
Mingang’s “The Wit of Keats’ ‘Negative Capability’”and so on. Nowadays there are 
many more articles published to make comparisons of Keats’ “Negative Capability” 
with western Modernist poetics and Chinese ancient philosophy, for example, 
Zhuangzi’s materialization and “the void and quietude” theory.   
The reason why “Negative Capability” is put in such a “glory” is two-tracked: on 
one hand, it strikes on what is a pervasive yet precarious characteristic of creative 
faculty; on the other hand, its delicate, rich and vibrant texture leaves much space to 
explore. It seems that Keats’ poetic vision of “Negative Capability”, which has 
manifested its unfading force of life in the sweeping modernism and postmodernism 
of our age, will still be a priority of academic discussions. 
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